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SUMMARY

Because of spacecraft orbital motion about the Earth, a much higher flux of meteoroids is

expected to strike spacecraft surfaces that face in the direction of spacecraft motion (apex direction)

than would strike antapex-facing, or trailing edge, surfaces. Impact velocities are also higher on apex-

facing surfaces compared to antapex-facing surfaces which further increases the apex/antapex ratio of

spatial density of impact craters of a given size. Measurements of the areal densities of impact craters

on the different LDEF surfaces should give important clues about the velocity distribution, and

therefore the origins, of meteoroids. Preliminary results so far reported from LDEF investigations

appear to best support the meteoroid velocity distributions derived by Erickson and by Kessler, which

would lead to a mean impact velocity on the LDEF spacecraft of about 19 km/s.

INTRODUCTION

It is likely that meteoroids do not enter the Earth's atmosphere with equal probability from all

directions. The tree directional distribution, however, is not yet clear. Do more meteoroids, for

example, approach the Earth from its direction of motion around the Sun (also called the "heliocentric

apex" direction, or the "morning" side of the Earth), than from other directions? Southworth and

Sekanina (ref. 1), after correcting their radar observations of meteoroids entering the terrestrial

atmosphere for various experimental biases, obtain a flux--at constant meteoroid mass--with a peak

in the heliocentric antapex direction (the "evening" side). There were also "peaks" in other directions,

but not in the heliocentric apex direction. There remains some uncertainty, however, as to whether or

not they have correctly accounted for all experimental biases. The true directional distribution of

approach may also depend on meteoroid mass.

We note, however, that any given surface on the LDEF spacecraft will, over time, face in a large

variety of directions relative to, say, the Earth-Sun line. This is a result of: (1) Normal vectors to the

apex (leading), antapex, and space-facing surfaces of LDEF sweep through 360 degrees during each

orbit about the Earth; (2) the ascending node of the LDEF orbit plane precesses with respect to the

Earth-Sun line by nearly 8 ° per day; and (3) the spin axis of the Earth is inclined 23.5 degrees to the

Earth's orbital axis about the Sun (see Fig. 1). This means that meteoroids arriving from a single
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heliocentric longitude and latitude throughout the year will, before LDEF motion is taken into account,

impact from a great variety of directions relative to the spacecraft geocentric apex direction.

This fact suggests the following assumption: "before satellite motion is taken into account,

meteoroid radiants of every entry velocity will appear to arrive in uniform numbers from every

direction not shielded by the Earth" (see also ref. 2). This will be called the "randomness" assumption

for the distribution of meteoroid arrival directions. The assumption would be rigorously true, of

course, if meteoroids actually enter the terrestrial atmosphere uniformly from all directions. When the

actual rather broad, but poorly known, distribution of atmospherically-observed meteor radiants is

considered, the assumption may be approximately true. The actual distribution of impact velocities and

radiants on LDEF (or any orbiting satellite) is then obtained by permitting the LDEF spacecraft to move

through this assumed random distribution of radiants with its Earth orbital velocity (similar to motion

through a very ratified isotropic gas). This gives rise to a new "apparent" distribution of impact

radiants and velocities relative to the spacecraft apex direction. The randomness assumption is one that

makes it possible to deduce relative cratering rates on various LDEF surfaces as a function of the

meteoroid velocity distribution. This, in turn, makes it possible to either test the assumption or to find

out which meteoroid velocity distribution is best by comparison with the observed data. As more is

learned about the true meteoroid directionality with respect to the Earth, the "randomness" assumption

can be changed to fit the new facts.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Consider an infinitesimal flux, dFva, of meteoroids approaching the LDEF spacecraft location

from a small solid angle sin0d0d_ and in a small velocity interval dv, where 0 is the angle of approach

with respect to the spacecraft apex direction and _ is the azimuth angle around the apex direction, with

= 0 when pointed radially away from the Earth; v and 0 are taken to be the velocity and apex angle

before spacecraft motion is taken into account. The subscript "a" refers to the angular dependence of

dF. Then, by the "randomness" assumption of the previous paragraph,

dFva = [1/(4rC-_E)]sin0d0d_n(v)dv, (1)

where f_E is the solid angle subtended by the Earth and the denser part of its atmosphere, and n(v) is

the distribution of velocities with which meteoroids are observed to enter the top of the atmosphere.

For an effective altitude of LDEF of 460 kin, and an effective height of the atmosphere of 150 km

(below which it is assumed that meteoroids cannot first pass and then strike LDEF), the top of the

atmosphere appears 17.3 degrees below the local horizontal. Then f_E = 4.41 steradians. That is, the

Earth plus its atmosphere shields out 35.1% of the sky from meteoroid entry, n(v) is normalized so
that

Jvn(v)dv = 1. (2)
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WhendFvais integratedoverall angles0 and0 (in radians) not shielded by the Earth, and over all

velocities v, one obtains unity, which means Fva is also normalized. When 0 is larger than 0m, where

0m = 17.3 degrees, then the limits of integration of _ are from -c_a to +0m, where

¢rn = re/2 + arctan[sin0m/(COS20m - cos20)0-5],

which gives the range of 0 angles for which the Earth is not in the field of view. When 0 is less than

0m, d_ ranges over 2n radians.

Now consider the spacecraft in motion with its regular Earth orbital velocity, Vs (Vs = 7.68 km/s

at 460 km altitude). The velocity, Vr, with which the meteoroid and spacecraft approach each other is

given by Vr = v - Vs, where Vr,V, and Vs are vector velocities, and v is the meteoroid velocity. The

apparent angle _, relative to the spacecraft apex direction, with which the meteoroids will appear to

impact the moving spacecraft is obtained from

where

cosq/= (vcos0 + Vs)/Vr,

(3)

(4)

Vr= (Vs2 + v2 + 2VsVCOS0)0.5. (5)

If dFva is divided by v, we obtain the spatial density dN(v,0,0) of meteoroids arriving from

directions 0 to 0 + dO, 0 to 0 + dO, and in velocity interval v to v + dv. That is

dN(v,0,¢) = dFva/V = N(v, 0, 0)sin0d0d0dv, (6)

and, using Equation (1),

(7)N(v, 0, ¢) = [1/(4rc -DE)]n(v)/v

for all directions not shielded by the Earth. From directions shielded by the Earth, N(v,0,0) = 0. Our

"randomness" assumption means that N has no 0 or _ dependence, except for Earth shielding.

When the spatial density of a differential velocity-angle subgroup of particles is multiplied by the

velocity Vr relative to a spacecraft, we obtain the differential flu._.Ax(number/(area - time)) of meteoroids

impacting on the spacecraft at velocity Vr to Vr + dvr and from directions _t/ to _ + d_t and

0 to 0 + dO- _F and Vr are obtained from Equations (4) and (5), respectively. In equation form

dFr (Vr, _,0) = Fr (Vr, _t, O ) sin_d_d0dvr = dFvavr]V, (8)

where Fr is the flux per unit solid angle and per unit velocity that impacts the orbiting spacecraft.
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Thisequationcanbesolvedfor dFr,andhencefor Fr, if thevelocitydistributionn(v) in Equation
(7) is known. Dohnanyi(ref. 3), Erickson(ref. 4), Kessler(ref. 5), andSouthworthandSekanina
(ref. 1) independentlyanalyzeddifferentobserveddistributionsof atmosphericmeteorentryvelocities,
correctedthemfor variousselectioneffects,andpresentedmeteoroidvelocitydistributionsatconstant
meteoroidmass.Zook (ref.6) assembledthesedifferentdistributionstogetherin asinglepaperand
madeapproximatefits of analyticalformulastotheEricksonandto theSouthworthandSekanina
results(Dohnanyihadalreadyrepresentedhis results analytically). The resulting velocity distributions

are shown graphically in Fig. 2. The Kessler distribution is so similar to the Erickson distribution,
that I will call the mathematical fit to the Erickson distribution the "Erickson-Kessler" distribution.

References 3, 4, and 5 studied different sets of photographic meteor observations, and reference 1

studied radar meteors. It is assumed that the differences between these derived velocity distributions is

due to different techniques in correcting for sensor biases, in using different data sets, and in possible

true differences between photographic meteors and the smaller mass radar meteors. These different

published velocity distributions give us some feel for the uncertainty in determining a "true" velocity
distribution at constant meteoroid mass.

In this paper I use three separate velocity distributions for n(v) in Equation (7), to see if predicted

crater statistics around LDEF depend much on the n(v) used. They are the Dohnanyi, the Erickson-

Kessler, and the Southworth & Sekanina distributions (formulas given in ref. 6). Equation (8) is

numerically solved by uniformly incrementing all v, 0, and _ values, weighting each (0,0) angle by

sin0, and each velocity by n(v) and by vr/v; and by the differentials d0,d0,dv, and then storing the

resulting numeric sums of the dFr in small "bins", or intervals of (_, ¢, Vr). Fr(vr,_,O) is then found

by dividing the summed dFr in a given interval by sin_d_d¢, the differential solid angle interval from

which meteoroids "appear" arrive at a spacecraft orbiting with velocity v s. The input n(v) have been

very modestly modified from ref. 6, by accounting for gravity- induced increases in meteoroid

velocities from LDEF altitude of 460 km to the top of the atmosphere at 100 km where meteor

measurements were made. The n(v) were then renormalized. It is found that, when one integrates

over all angles and velocities in Equation (8), the result does not equal 1 (i.e., Fr is not normalized).

Instead, the number ranges from 1.06 for the Dohnanyi distribution to 1.10 for the Southworth and

Sekanina distribution. The reason for this is that a unit flux of meteoroids (at constant mass) on a

spherical spacecraft at rest with respect to the Earth is increased by several percent on a spacecraft

moving with orbital velocity. The increase, as would be expected, is greater for low velocity

meteoroids than for high velocity meteoroids.

If one sums only over all angles, and again rjormalizes, one obtains the velocity distribution with

which meteoroids strike a spherical (or randomly tumbling) orbiting spacecraft. These are shown in

Fig. 3 for each of the velocity distributions. It is noted that mean impact velocities have increased by

about 2 krn/s in each case. It is interesting to note that the percentage increase in mean relative

velocity, in going from a stationary spacecraft to one with the orbital velocity, is greater than the

percentage increase in impacting flux.

If, in Equation (8), one integrates _ only over 0 to 90 degrees, and sums over all allowable Vr

and ¢, one obtains the meteoroid flux, at constant meteoroid mass, striking a flat plate with its normal

facing in the forward direction. By similarly integrating _ over 90 to 180 degrees, one obtains the
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correspondingflux strikingaflat platefacingin the antapex direction. The resulting ratios of fluxes on

flat plates---apex to antapex--for the different velocity distributions are as follows: 5.7 for Dohnanyi,

7.2 for Erickson-Kessler, and 9.2 for Southworth and Sekanina. Not only are the fluxes different on

apex and antapex-facing plates, so are the impact velocities. In Fig. 4 velocity distributions are shown

separately (after normalizing) on apex and antapex-facing plates, where the Erickson-Kessler velocity

distribution was the input distribution used. These distributions are valid for constant meteoroid mass

and not for a constant resulting crater diameter.

Also of interest is the angular distribution with which meteoroids are expected to strike an

orbiting spacecraft. To fmd this distribution, Equation (8) is summed over all meteoroid velocities.

One then obtains the angular distributions (not normalized) shown in Fig. 5 for the Dohnanyi and

Southworth and Sekanina distributions. These distributions are per unit solid angle and are valid at a

given meteoroid mass and for directions not shielded by the Earth. The Erickson-Kessler distribution

would lie between the other two.

Finally, however, one needs to know how the spatial density of impact craters around LDEF

depends on the assumed velocity distribution of meteoroids--as crater frequency versus crater diameter

and versus location on LDEF are the observed quantities. Presumably, the velocity distribution that

gives rise to results that best fits the observed data is the "correct" one (and assuming the 'randomness'

assumption is nearly correct). To carry out this task we use the penetration equation for 6061-T6

aluminum from ref. 7, which is as follows:

P = 0.42m0.352pl/6v2/3, (9)

where P is the penetration depth in cm, m is the meteoroid mass in g, p is the meteoroid mass density

in g/cm 3, and v is the normal impact velocity in km/s. For this study, I assume p = 2 g/cm 3, and

rewrite the equation to give

P = 0.48dl-056(vcos0)2/3, (10)

where d is the meteoroid diameter in cm and 0 is angle with respect to the normal with which

meteoroids impact a surface. For a moving spacecraft, v should be replaced by Vr. Crater diameter D

is assumed to be twice the penetration depth P. For a normal impact (0 = 0) at v = 20 km/s, the

meteoroid masses required to generate 100 and 500 _xn in diameter craters are, respectively, 8.5x10-9g

and 8.2x10-7g. From ref. 8, the slopes of the log(flux) versus log(mass) curve at these meteoroid

masses are -0.48 and -0.90, respectively.

Because meteoroids strike from the apex direction at typically higher velocities (due to spacecraft

orbital motion) than from the antapex direction, smaller--and more numerous---meteoroids make more

impact craters on the apex-facing surface than on the antapex-facing surface. This means that the ratio

of the number of impact craters of a fixed diameter on the apex side compared to number of the same

diameter on the antapex side depends not only on relative fluxes at constant mass, but on the slope of

the log (meteoroid flux) versus log(meteoroid mass) curve. The analysis presented here depends on

this effect and follows the technique used by Naumann (ref. 9) in accounting for the increased
meteoroid flux at small meteoroid masses.
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TheNaumalmanalysisalsoappliesto meteoroidsstrikingsurfacesatobliqueangles.To makea
craterof acertainfixeddepth,or diameter,larger--andlessnumerous----meteoroidsarerequiredat
obliqueanglesonasurfacethan at perpendicular, or normal, impact (at fzxed velocity). The oblique

angle effect should show up quite dramatically in the relative crater frequency of a given size crater on

the "Top," or space-facing end of LDEF, compared to the "Bottom," or Earth-facing end of LDEF.

There is a lesser effect from Top to "Side" (North or South-facing). The spacecraft orbital velocity

should have no effect on these particular ratios, unless there is local shielding by the spacecraft. This

is because the normal component of impact velocity has not been changed (although impacts will

usually be at more oblique angles). Impacts also tend to occur at more normal incidence on the apex-

facing surface than on the antapex-facing surface which, again, adds to enhance the "cratering" flux in

the apex direction.

Table 1. Relative meteoroid crater production rates on LDEF as a function of crater diameter (on 6061-

T6 A1), and as a function of the velocity distribution used. Meteoroid mass and the slope of the log

(meteoroid flux) versus log (meteoroid mass) curve are also given at each crater diameter.

Crater dia. (_n_ Mass _g_ Slope Vel. Dist. Apex Top Side Antapex Bottom

500 7.8 x 10 -7 -0.90 Dohnanyi 12.2 6.4 4.7 1 0.06

100 8.1 x 10 -9 -0.48 Dohnanyi 9.9 5.9 4.2 1 0.13

500 7.8 x 10 -7 -0.90 E-K 19.2 8.7 6.4 1 0.08

100 8.1 x 10 -9 -0.48 E-K 14.4 7.6 5.4 1 0.17

500 7.8 x 10 -7 -0.90 S&S 32.8 12.8 9.4 1 0.12

100 8.1 x 10 -9 -0.48 S&S 21.2 10.1 7.2 1 0.23

Table 1 depicts the relative number/area of craters expected, depending on the crater diameter and

meteoroid velocity distribution used, on each of six different surfaces facing in perpendicular

directions (including north and south-facing surfaces) of LDEF. The number/area on the antapex-

facing surface is taken to be 1, so all other surfaces show meteoroid fluxes relative to the antapex

direction. Spacecraft motion and oblique impacts are accounted for, and the angle and velocity

dependencies of (9) are integrated over all angles and velocities. The three velocity distributions used

are those of Dohnanyi (3), Erickson (4)-Kessler (5) (=E-K), and Southworth and Sekanina (7)

(=S&S).

As previously mentioned, it was assumed that LDEF is at a mean altitude of 460 km above the

Earth, and that the effective atmospheric height is 150 km, below which meteoroids can not pass

before impacting LDEF. This means that the minimum angle to the normal with which meteoroids can

impact the Bottom side of LDEF is 72.5 degrees, before spacecraft velocity is considered. The reason

for the strikingly high ratio (about 105) for the frequency of 500 _rn wide craters on the Top surface

of LDEF compared to the Bottom of LDEF is due to the steep slope of the flux-mass curve at these

large meteoroid masses. It was assumed, in all cases, that there was no local spacecraft shielding.

574



DISCUSSION

JacksonandZook(10)find thatdustparticlesfrom themainbelt of asteroidsareexpectedto
havemeanvelocitiesof 6to 7km/srelativeto theEarthbythetimetheyhavedriftedto Earthencounter
(beforetheEarth'sgravitationalaccelerationisaccountedfor). Theseaveragevelocitieswouldsuggest
thatdustfrom theasteroidbelt comprisesfrom 5%(Dohnanyivel.dist.)to 30%(S&Svel. dist.)of
themeteoriticdustat 1AU, beforeconsideringthegravitationalenhancementof theflux bytheEarth
(11). Singeret al. (12)havesensedbetameteoroidson theantapexsurfaceof LDEF. If the flux of

beta's can also be measured on other surfaces, it should be possible to derive an "effective" velocity

for these meteoroids; this would be an important experimental determination. The directionality of beta

meteoroids may also be determined.

It will be of great interest to determine which one of the meteoroid crater distributions given in

Table 2 above best fits the actual meteoroid impact crater data on LDEF (after orbital debris impacts

have been accounted for). Or, do any of them fit? Beta meteoroids, for example, may travel at much

higher velocities, on average, than other meteoroids. They also may not satisfy the "randomness"

assumption very well, as they may mostly arrive at relatively small angles to the ecliptic. I note,

finally, that one may make some other assumption than the randomness assumption, and again carry

through the analyses that have been carried out in this paper. LDEF may help us, in this regard.

REFERENCES

1. Southworth, R.B. and Sekanina, Z. (1973) Physical and dynamical studies of meteors.

NASA CR-2313, 108 pp.

2. Zook, H.A. (1987) The velocity distribution and angular directionality of meteoroids that impact on

an Earth-orbiting spacecraft (abstract). In: Lunar and Planetary Science XVIII, p. 1138-1139.

Lunar and Planetary Institute, Houston, Texas.

3. Dohnanyi, I.S. (1966) Model distribution of photographic meteors. Bellcomm TR-66-340-1,

Bellcomm, Inc.

4. Erickson, J.E. (1968) Velocity distribution of sporadic photographic meteors. J. Geophys. Res.

73, 3721-3726.

5. Kessler, D.J. (1969) Average relative velocity of sporadic meteoroids in interplanetary space.

AIAA J. 7, 2337-2338.

6. Zook, H.A. (1975) The state of meteoritic material on the Moon. Proc. Lunar Sci. Conf. 6th,

pp. 1653-1672.

7. Anonymous (1970) Meteoroid damage assessment, NASA Space Vehicle Design Criteria

(structures). NASA SP-8042.

575



8. Griin, E.,Zook, H.A., Fechtig,H., andGiese,R.H. (1985)Collisionalbalanceof themeteoritic
complex. Icarus 62, 244-272.

9. Naumann, R.J. (1966) The near-Earth meteoroid environment. NASA TN-3717, 43 pp.

10. Jackson, A.A. and Zook, H.A. (1991) Dust particles from comets and asteroids: Parent-daughter

relationships (abstract). In: Lunar and Planetary Science XXII, pp. 629-630. Lunar and

Planetary Institute, Houston, Texas.

11. Flyrm, G.J. (1990) The near-Earth enhancement of asteroidal over cometary dust. Proc. Lunar

and Planet. Sci. Conf. 20th, pp. 363-371.

12. Singer, S.F., Stanley, J.E., Kassel, P.C., Kinard, W.H., Wortman, J.J., Weinberg, J.L.,

Mulholland, J.D., Eichom, C., Cooke, W.J., and Montague, N.L. (1990) First spatio-temporal

results from the LDEF interplanetary dust experiment. Advances in Space Research, Vol. 11,

No. 12, 1991, Space Dust & Debris, Pergamon Press, Oxford, England.

576



GEOCENTRIC-HELIOCENTRIC
ORBIT

RELATIONSHIPS

I.Nrl-I
APEX I

/

ECLIPTIC INORTH

+Y

Figure 1. Spacecraft geocentric orbit and its relationship to heliocentric space.

VELOCITY DISTRIBUTION OF METEOROIDS

(NORMALIZED) AT EARTH
0.14 I

0.12 -

0.10

0.08

0.06

0.04

0.02

I

0 5

n(v)

|1 LI I
I | 0.25

I

r" t:

• \
V '

ii1(11.1)1

10 15

I I 1 I I 1

.......... KESSLER

(V = 16.9 km/s)

_._ DOHNANYI

(V = 19.2 krn/S)

ERICKSON

(V =16.9 kin/s)

.... SOUTHWORTH AND

SEKANINA

(V = 15.2 km/s)

",.\! \.

20 25 30 35 40 45 50

VELOCITY (km/s)

Figure 2. Velocity distributions of meteoroids entering the terrestrial atmosphere as independently

corrected to constant meteoroid mass by different investigators (taken from Zook, 1975).
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spacecraft orbiting at 460 km above the Earth.

0.14

0.12

E 0.10

t¢
uJ
o.

0.08
WJ

:E

z 0.06

0.04

0.02

I I
I I I I I I I I

VELOCITY DISTRIBUTIONS ON APEX-FACING
AND ON ANTAPEX-FAClNG FLAT PLATES ON A
SPACECRAFT ORBITING AT 500 km ALTITUDE
(USING THE ERICKSON METEOR VELOCITY

DISTRIBUTION CURVE)

I _

//_ /I, -- ANTAPEX-FACING
I % (V = 13.4 km/s)

_% --- APEX-FACING

/ \i \ (V-- 21.1 kmls)

IX",,
5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55

IMPACT VELOCITY (km/s)

Figure 4. The Erickson-Kessler velocity distribution as transformed to velocity distributions on apex-

facing and antapex-facing flat plates on a 460 km altitude orbiting spacecraft.
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shielded by the Earth and are those derived at constant meteoroid mass by Dohnanyi and by
Southworth and Sekanina. The Erickson-Kessler distribution would lie in between the other two.
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